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BECOMING A BETTER TEACHER
Abstract
Creating a classroom that ensures students growth, success, comfortability, and cohesion
is critical to a successful educational experience for students. All students come from different
learning and life experiences, and these experiences help enrich the learning environment for all
students. This research project examines how creating this type of environment can be achieved
through the 2021-2022 school year. During this school year I spent my practicum experience in
both a 9-10th grade Social Studies course, as well as a course specifically for 10th grade students.
The research in this project focuses on the questions of:
1. How can differentiation improve and strengthen classroom climate?
2. What is the benefit of incorporating technology, and other non-lecture-based methods of
instruction?
3. How can I more effectively teach controversial topics in social studies?
Data collection for these research questions came in the format of journal entries and
personal note taking, conversations and conferencing one on one with students, and feedback
from both my clinical instructor and university mentor. Also included in this paper also is an
introduction, my philosophy of education based on my educational experiences, a literature
review of work to help formulate research questions, research methods and results, and
implications on how my research and data will impact my future teaching career.
Keywords: Differentiation, Classroom Climate, Technological Instructional Methods,
Controversial topics in social studies
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Chapter I
My Educational History and Experience
During my adolescence, I was fairly lucky in terms of my education. I was fortunate
enough to remain at the same school throughout my education. This provided me the opportunity
to get to know my peers on a deeper level and develop connections with them. Due to this, I
started developing friendships with them starting at the age of 4. As we grew up, I realized a lot
of my friends and I shared many the same interests which made for long lasting friendships.
Luckily for me, most of my friendships carried over until after we had graduated high school.
Aside from my friendships, I always enjoyed going to school. The only caveat for me was the
early wake up times. School was a place where I was able to spend time with my peers, play
sports, learn, and learn due to constantly having my thinking challenged. My favorite classes
always seemed to be the ones that were the most challenging. It made classes new, interesting,
and exciting. In addition, this created a sense of accomplishment at the end of each semester.
Beginning in high school, I was able to develop who I was, and find my own experiences
through education.
I grew up in a small town, with an older brother who was two years older than me. Due to
our age difference, I feel that I was often looked at in his shadow by my teachers. Additionally,
my parents would request that I have the same teachers as my brother had because they knew he
had a great experience and wanted the same for me. Although they had my best interest in mind,
it added to the way I felt about living in his shadow. It was up until my junior year of high school
that I felt the constant comparison to my brother. Finally, once Junior year began, things started
to change I was told to take the same classes as him, to try to earn the same academic awards as
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him, and was consistently compared to him. I feel like up until my junior year of high school I
was looked at as a little brother, and not Ben. Once I began my junior year, things started to
change as my older brother had graduated. I was able to develop my own identity without the
shadow of an older sibling. It was a relieving feeling knowing that I didn’t feel like I had to
follow in his footsteps. I could just be me.
My feelings of being pigeon holed and failing because I was not performing to the same
standards as my brother even though I was provided the same or similar opportunities appears to
relate to a common theme among the education system that we see today in the United States.
Often and unfortunately, students are also pigeon holed, stereotyped, discriminated against, or
told how and what to think in various situations. Grace Lee Boggs states that the education
system is compatible to a factory that treats students as if they are on the assembly line (2012).
Placing students into classes, passing or failing them, and a lack of differentiated learning are
just a few of the things that need to be changed in the educational realm.
Dr. Ladson-Billings, who is an author and educator who has done much work researching
different pedagogy practices, and an advocate for African American students and their education,
talks about how after Brown vs. Board of Education in 1954, there was a concept of giving
African American’s the same “opportunity” as White students (Ladson-Billings, 2004).
However, this implementation did not play out to the fruition that many had anticipated it would.
There were still inequalities in school districts depending on their demographics and income in
the communities. Many of these communities who were negatively affected the most were those
of the BIPOC population. My personal experience of a being somewhat pigeonholed in my
education shows a very slight similarity to those who were negatively affected by Brown vs.
Board of education. The idea on paper was one that had intentions that were positive, but the
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implementation did not provide equitable opportunities for those who were a direct victim of the
legislation. These issues are still being seen in our education system today. Those counties and
districts with less funding are not provided or given the same opportunities as those in their
neighboring counties. A sense of school board gerrymandering is being played out for some to
receive more opportunities and funding than others. In the eyes of many, as long as all students
are “given the same opportunity” as others, there are no issues. In reality, the “same opportunity”
is one that is not the same, and is inequitable. This was seen firsthand in the city of Raleigh as
the urbanization of African Americans into the city increased, more and more legislation and
zoning were seen to help segregate schools. This in turn, lead to inequitable outcomes for the
districts right next to each other (Benjamin, 2012).
After being able to reflect on my previous experience, I have learned the importance of
independence, and letting those be able to define themselves. Students like myself are all too
often told what to do within their own educational experience. From my experience, once I was
able to feel like I was myself and was not being constantly compared to my older brother, it was
a large sigh of relief and a major sense of independence. Schools can play a very large part in
this transformation and allowing kids to feel this way. Guiding students to discover who they are
in many different aspects is a liberating feeling for them. This helps to further develop their
sense of worth and further create their self-efficacy. This transformation can be done by me
through encouraging students to learn from their failures, practicing self-reflection, appreciating
when students go out of their comfort zone and share their experiences, positive reinforcement,
by challenging the educational “norms”, and by taking risks ourselves as educators.
My Philosophy of Education
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In my future classroom, I will do my part to help counter systemic oppression. I can do
this by instilling the “practice of freedom” (Hooks, 1994, pg. 3) in my future classroom. I have
confidence in that doing this will align with Hooks, and that I will be able to sway the pendulum
in education by not “reinforcing domination” (Hooks, 1994, pg. 4), but by making my students
feel like they are obtaining power in their education, while it can also be ground breaking for
them to discover who they really are. This was an experience that I was granted and took
advantage of and helped shape who I am today. Both Freire and Hooks share similar views to
each other, but also similar views to me after reading both of their works. Education is a gateway
when it is able to be correlated to students’ experiences. Hooks states: “I am most thrilled when
the telling of experience links discussions of facts or more abstract constructs to concrete
reality.” (1994, pg. 86). And for Freire, “In problem-posing education, people develop their
power to perceive critically the way they exist in the world with which and in which they find
themselves; they come to see the world not as a static reality, but as a reality in process, in
transformation (Pg. 86, 2018). It can be especially liberating if students are able to, “raise critical
questions about pedagogical process. These critiques were not always encouraged or well
received, but they were allowed” (Hooks, 1994). Allowing and encouraging students to be able
to share their true and actual opinions will make them to feel comfortable, and asses the difficult
situations and topics.
As for myself I have seen this through my practicum placement, as my clinical teacher
has set a premium on making sure students feel safe in his classroom. His practices are done
through community building work at all times of the year, letting the students know of his own
philosophy of teaching, humanizing himself as more than just a teacher, and giving students
agency in their work when it is appropriate. Through these practices, students share their own
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experiences and express themselves in a safe classroom. I look to emulate and place this practice
at the top of my philosophy of education, with emphasis on allowing students to seek and reveal
the gateway that education can have on their life. This coincides with my own experience
referenced earlier. As an adolescent, I had the feeling of being pigeon holed to fit a role and
feature. Being able to realize how I existed in the world, and figure out who I was helped
develop my drive and love of education. Hopefully through my philosophy, students will feel
similar in their experience and reveal and find out who they are in a similar manner to myself.
To work off of the last quote by Hooks, a way to counter systemic oppression is to be
able to open up to our students and be vulnerable. Having teachers be vulnerable to our students
will allow them to see us as more than just a teacher. We are humans who go through trials and
tribulations that may be similar to some of our students. Exposing our vulnerability to them will
let us be present in our mind, body, and spirit (Hooks, 1994). How can I as a teacher expect my
students to open up and talk about their experiences, if I am unable to? This is a top-down
process to which I can tremendously have an influence. As Hooks writes in her book, Teaching
to Transgress, “professors working to transform the curriculum so that it does not reflect biases
… are most often the individuals willing to take the risks that engaged pedagogy” (Hooks, 1994,
pg. 21). Freire talked about the importance of the teacher-student relationship, and how if it is a
one-way street, it is not beneficial (Freire, 2018) for the student. The ability to have open
dialogue with my classroom is vital. Through conversations with other teachers at my placement
school, I have been able to hear feedback regarding the importance of this. An example of how
to begin this would be a social studies teacher spending the first day of school giving a
presentation about himself and telling some of his own experiences. This lets students into a
small portion of his own life. Through this, the students can create a bond with the teacher
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through his own experiences. One day, during a lesson I sat in on, the class was having dialogue
about political parties and views Even though this conversation could have gone a number of
different ways, it was cordial and students felt comfortable to share their thoughts and opinions
without the harsh criticism of other through the supportive and safe environment the teacher had
created throughout the year with their students.
I understand that opening up to my students will not only help limit systemic oppression,
but also will lead to a more joyful classroom. Along with this thought, implementing the
problem-posing method of teaching will help students enjoy coming to class each day (Freire,
2018). In the traditional “oppressive” method of teaching, there is no relationship with our
students This banking method (Freire, 2018) is more of just a dumping of rote knowledge into
our students’ heads. I feel that there needs to be a premium set on content over quantity.
Currently I am in an Advanced Placement Human Geography class for my placement and this
has been a little bit of a struggle. Juggling the two ideas of ensuring students have enough and
adequate knowledge for their upcoming AP test while making sure to not just "dump"
information into their heads has been challenging. Trough effective planning and experience I
will be able to work through this, and find the happy medium of creating a balance where
students will be excited to come to class.
I also would like to use some content from Boggs’s work and apply it to my own
classroom. I would like to incorporate real world problems, skills, situations, and scenarios into
my teaching. In her work about intersectionality and activism within the classroom, Boggs states
that “More learning needs to occur outside the classroom” (2012, pg. 3, Ch. 5). If I can find ways
to incorporate learning that is culturally relevant, I think that I will be able to help create a
classroom environment that is fun, and one that students will look forward to coming to as it
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brings relevancy to them, as well as a place where they can be open and share their thoughts and
views. I sincerely value students sharing their experiences and thoughts in class. Through content
related to students’ lives I think that I can help encourage discussion and structured debate to
help students be exposed to multiple viewpoints.
I was able to see this first hand during a lesson I taught about political borders and
boundaries. While introducing the topic I was observing students who did not seem interested in
the content. Upon seeing this, I showed the students a picture of Syrian refugees and these
refugees fleeing for safety in Turkey. Not only was this image eye opening, but it also was in
reference to a unit that I taught earlier in the semester to this same class about asylum seekers.
Upon viewing the image, there was immediately many questions and students talking with each
other about the content at hand. From this picture used as a hook, I was then able to speak to the
relevance of borders, boundaries, humans and their livelihood and their pursuit of better living
conditions, even though students may not have been able to see the immediate impact on their
life at the moment.
As a teacher, we are more than just a face in the classroom. No matter where we end up
teaching, we become engulfed into that city, town, or little dot on the map. It is our job as
teachers to find ways that we can incorporate ourselves into our communities. I have done this
this fall through coaching football. It has been a ton of fun and been a great way for students to
see me as more than just their student teacher, and to see me outside of the classroom, and show
them passion for something that I truly enjoy doing in coaching. Humanizing my profession does
not just encompass myself, but our students as well. From my own experiences, I remember the
teachers who were involved in activities outside of the classroom standing out the most to me
and helping me to create long lasting experiences.". Being involved with our students can be
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done in ways other than coaching like providing clubs for students, attending plays, concerts, and
school events, or even opening up my classroom for students to come in before or after school to
chat if needed. Being involved to me means taking stake in the lives of our students and showing
that we care about them outside of our classroom. Showing involvement and a genuine care of
our students will help align with the work of both Hooks and Freire on student-teacher
relationships, and help students become comfortable to expose their experiences.
In their work on education for Native Americans, Authors Vine Deloria Jr. and Daniel
Wildcat state that Native Americans struggled mightily to “maintain identity within tribal
cultures we were actively engaged in, as opposed to existence within a culture of indoctrination
facilitated most effectively through U.S. government education programs” (Deloria Jr. and
Wildcat, 2001, pg. 9). For me, this means that wherever I end up, it is my job to reflect my
thoughts and views to where I am. Deloria emphasizes the concepts of power and place and how
this can help factor into self-determination, and also is a different way of thinking than the
traditional political ideology (2001). Power and place in short, is “a tribal intellectual and moral
mandate requiring action” (Deloria Jr. and Wildcat, 2001, pg. 7). Without these mandates and
actions, the educational system will reflect the mainstream and dominate social classes which in
reality, do not reflect those who are impacted by the educational system. I can also develop the
power and place of where I teach in helping be one who is moving away from things that “have
always been done this way”, and to be progressive to help reach and teach to all. Moving on
from the old ways will also give what Deloria and Wildcat value most, and to what many Native
American’s were not given, which is their own identity within their tribe and culture, an identity
for themselves.
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In a diverse classroom, there is a wealth of different experiences and prior knowledge
that can be pulled into a class discussion. These experiences will enhance the content and also
the relationship of the students in the classroom. In a classroom that may have a large
community of color, there is more diversity, and more opportunities to take the experiences of
the students to learn and build off of them. Having the students build off of their previous
experiences will help the learners be more human in a sense, as they are not to just see their peers
as classmates, but as people. People who have gone through a wide range of different events in
their lives. We have also seen that when students are able to pull from their prior knowledge,
they are able to learn and correlate information more effectively. Drawing on experiences for
content relevancy can help subjects not only to be more humanized, but also to create classroom
cohesion through students’ stories. This was seen from the previous example of my lesson about
border and boundaries. I was able to correlate the lesson of that day to a previous lesson that I
taught the class. Upon making this connection, students were able to ask questions and relate the
two lessons to each other for relevancy.
Being a future educator, I have a great opportunity ahead of me to make an impact on
upcoming generations to and to give them the best possible educational experience . When
thinking about bottom-up leadership, I had a few notes I took down at first. They were: 1. We
have the power to shape ourselves, and our society. 2. We need to start by looking in the mirror,
and that knowledge is power. Yes, some of these were influenced by Boggs and her work (2012),
but they also did hit home for me, and the fact that I can empower my students beyond what they
may even know they are capable of, which brings a lot of excitement to me as a future teacher. I
can be the one to make that impact on them and inform them that they can make this world a
better place, that they have the ability to do whatever they want, and that they do not have to do
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what they are being stereotyped to do. To me, bottoms-up leadership stems from problem-posing
teaching, and from the work of Freire. Open dialogue, empowerment, and believing in our
students can create a feeling of empowerment, and courage. For some students, all it takes is that
one teacher, one coach, or one person to believe in them. I hope to be that one person for my
students.
Freire and his concept of problem-posing education was one of the most impactful ideas
that I have taken away from my courses, starting from my first term in Winter 2021 when this
concept was introduced to me. When reading it, I felt a connection to it, and how relatable it was
to my education, and how I was a product of a lot of banking education. So, if I were to be given
the opportunity to say something to Friere, I would say thank you. Thank you for helping light
the fire inside me to continue my passion to help and teach. Thank you for making me realize
why I am unable to recall many things from my various classes in high school. Thank you for
influencing the teachers from my days in high school who always stood out to me, and whose
classes I can remember. And thank you for impacting my undergraduate studies, and where I was
able to find my passion of wanting to teach, influence, and lead future generations.
My Vision of Teaching

Stepping into the profession of teaching is something that puts you in a unique club that
not many can say that they are a part of. My teachers were some of the ones that had the greatest
impact on my life. Maybe it was the many hours spent in their classrooms. Or the hours after the
bell rang for those that also happened to be my sports coaches. Whatever it was, it made an
everlasting impression on me. This being said, I am extremely excited for what my future will
hold in my teaching profession. I believe that the experiences I have gained, along with the
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content that I have been provided this past year has strengthened me as a future educator. I
believe that through my site placement I am still learning something new every day, and that this
will continue throughout my career. I have constantly asked myself questions like, “How can I
incorporate relevant technology?” Or, “What is the best way for ‘me’ to not be the center of this
lesson?” These questions are a few of many that come across for me, and my pursuit of
becoming the best teacher I can be, and also at the forefront of my Action Research Project.
To me, knowledge is more than power, it is one’s future. If I am able to enact in my
students that they can do whatever they put their minds to, and stress the value of an engaged
holistic approach like engaged pedagogy (Hooks, 1994), I believe that I will be doing my due
diligence to my students, and upholding the teaching profession in the highest degree that I can.
All while working my best towards providing the type of education that Boggs invokes to as:
“An education that gives children the freedom to exercise their powers creates the kind of
socially responsible, visionary, and creative young people that we urgently need” (2012, Pg. 4,
Ch. 6). By practicing what has been taught, I will be in the process of praxis. I will be able to
impact my classroom more effectively and not pigeon hole my students based on any perceptions
or assumptions.
Through reflection, research, and my own experiences I am trying to figure out the
answer to how can I become the best teacher I can be, and how can I constantly be working and
striving to become a better teacher? There is a quote the says “complacency is the enemy of
progress.” If I become complacent in my practice, I too, will face a lack of progress. Through
this project, it is my goal to not only find out how I can be the best teacher I can be, but how I
can avoid the enemy of complacency.
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Chapter II
LITERATURE REVIEW
Purposes and Objectives for the Literature Review
My purpose in this review of the research is to discover how teachers and researchers
have studied effective teaching and teacher growth in their discipline. I searched for research on
three specific areas: differentiated instruction and its benefits, using technology and other nonlecturing methods, and addressing difficult topics and embracing them in the social studies
classroom. I chose these topics as I would like to continue to make an impact on the climate and
morale of the classroom, and I wanted to ensure that I am assessing my students in methods that
are not excluding various demographics. I also searched for studies on incorporating a flipped
classroom, as well as ways I can factor in more technological resources because I would like to
focus on student discussion, rather than having myself be the center of a lesson through lecture
or reading during class. Additionally, because I would be studying my own practice and
focusing on these ideas in my endorsement area, I looked for studies that indicated the kinds of
instruction that are effective for social studies classes at the 9th-12th grade level.
This literature review enhances my knowledge of these concepts as a foundation for my
understanding to set goals and ways for my teaching to continue growing through my practicum
experience and to my future educational ambitions. I specifically looked for research that
described effective strategies in each area and gave examples of how it might work in a
classroom.

Procedures for the Literature Review
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I selected literature for this review based on several specific criteria. Research on
preferred differentiated instruction methods were included if it contained the following
descriptors: differentiation, diversity, high school, social studies, technology in the classroom,
and classroom climate or environment. In order to narrow my findings and make them more
specific to this research project, I then focused my review efforts on articles that discussed how
different a combination of technology, classroom climate, and differentiated instruction played a
role in classroom and student learning success. From there, I looked for articles that supported
sub-themes that emerged from the major articles in my literature review. These sub-themes are:
1) diversity 2) classroom inclusion and 3) instruction methods. For these sub-sections, I initially
searched the EBSCO database for articles that met the keyword criteria listed above, along with
a conducting a search for books in the data base of the Hamersly Library at Western Oregon
University. After finding these books and articles, I hand-searched their reference lists as sources
to find additional related articles and books, while continuing my EBSCO searching.
In order to integrate the multiple themes into the literature review, I developed a coding
protocol and corresponding separation of research into the major themes: differentiated
instruction, classroom climate, differentiation in practice. I read each article to determine how it
fit within these broad thematic categories, and then, through a process of reading and rereading
for salient features of each study, I determined the subheadings in the literature review. My
intent was to start with a broad treatment of each theme and then to systematically reduce broad
understandings of differentiated instruction to specific understanding of how these themes are
present in research about creating an inclusive and safe classroom environment.
Using differentiated instruction to help create an inclusive classroom environment
I believe that at the core of teaching and differentiated instruction is the ability to build
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relationships and construct a classroom climate that is welcoming and conducive to the learning
of every student. Through the construction of a welcoming climate, students take on the ability to
develop their own sense of safety, self-efficacy, and ownership into their work. This relates to
my ideas in chapter 1, and my goals of developing a positive classroom climate. Through
research, I have been able to find sources and articles that reflect some of my future goals and
aspirations in my teaching.
While conducting my research study, I had the question of the importance and function of
the effects of differentiated instruction. An article by Allison Nazzal, an education professor at
the University of Georgia, stated that new teachers, “indicated that they were struggling to keep
up with the many new demands on their time” (2011, p. 22). Many new teachers knew the
importance of this practice, but were lacking awareness of how to incorporate it, thus leading to
mixed results on how it was being used. Once they were able to gain awareness, they then had
the ability to make the necessary changes for the betterment of their classroom (Nazzal, 2011). A
second author Billie Birnie is a proponent for differentiating as well. Birnie writes:
“Differentiation does not mean creating a lesson plan for each student in your class. It does
mean, teaching that accommodates all of the learning needs of all of the students in a class,
enabling each student to attain the desired academic results (Birnie, 2015).” Birnie also offers the
advice for new teachers to start small with their differentiated instruction, and gradually build
upon their teaching. Through practice, new teachers can more effectively differentiate. In
agreement with Nazzal and Birnie, Dan Shepherd, found that differentiated instruction was one
of the areas that many principals found concerns over, (along with “classroom management, and
formative assessment for data-driven decision-making” (Shepherd, p, 45, 2017). Shepherd calls
for more mentoring and an increase in teacher preparation programs to help with these
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deficiencies.
A second idea that gained prevalence was the idea that students will succeed when they
are given the opportunity to do so (Greene, 2016). This can be done by building off of skills
students are already successful at through scaffolding and gradual release. Author Ross Greene
(2016) claims: “When the demands and expectations being placed on them outstrip the skills,
they have to respond adaptively. Just like the rest of us” (p. 7). Equipping students with the tools
for success will lead to like results. Through the work of Stover, O’rear, and Morris (2015) on
how to meet the needs of struggling readers, developing a text set has shown its benefits of
reading in school, and reading outside of school. Not only does this improve reading levels, but
with the addition of more text sets, the gap between reading levels has decreased as well as has
met the needs of more diverse learners, which leads to more achievement. Birnie (2015) also
states how differentiated instruction students will be able to gain success in their work. Through
equipping students with the skills necessary and building off of their own skill set, students who
may have previously lacked the confidence to succeed can begin to take charge of their learning
process, and feel confidence and safety within the classroom.
Climate is another factor to consider when it comes to student learning development. The
authors Lindsey T. Back Et al. portray the power of climate as: “the attitudes, beliefs, values, and
norms that underlie the instructional practices” (2016). They say the four main domains to an
effective climate are: academic, community, safety, and institution environment (Back, Et al.,
2016). In addition, they found that a safe learning environment can influence and lead to positive
academic results and more student success (2016). Their results align with Maslow’s hierarchy
of needs, and research by Devon Almeida (2018). If students are to feel safe, they can then not
have to worry about other needs to learn (Almeida, 2018). Creating the environment first helps
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meet the first level of Maslow’s Hierarchy and the ability to reach self-actualization (Almeida,
2018).
Through my research I was able to find different types of input and ideas that I can
incorporate aligning to the work of Back, Et. al, (2016) to help reach all different types of
learners regardless of their learning style, demographic, or orientation. Roseanna Bourke and Jo
MacDonald who have done extensive research on traditional education models and relate to
climate. Providing students “(1) space (the opportunity to have a say), (2) voice (to express their
view, often supported by adults), (3) audience (having their views listened to) and (4) influence
(having their ideas acted on) (Bourke, & MacDonald 2018),” will help create a climate that
supports all learners.
A review of using differentiated instruction to improve classroom climate
When it comes to building a strong classroom climate that is accepting and inclusive, a
good place to start is by looking at oneself. I need to make sure that I am doing my best practices
to make my room a culturally responsive setting. By doing this, students will feel safe and
hopefully replicate similar actions. Jeanne Omrod (2012), author of the textbook “Human
Learning”, writes, “Learning is largely the result of environmental events… An organism is
conditioned by environmental events” (p. 42). This quote reflects the work of Albert Bandura on
social learning. Creating a classroom climate that is inclusive to all will hopefully produce like
results. Author Shannon Deaton (2015), “for social learning to occur, students must exchange
knowledge in an interactive environment" (P.3). Through the use of modeling, and using the
framework described by Back, et al. (2016) of academic, community, safety, and institution
environment (2016), I hope to see academic growth and success through the comfort of the
classroom as an interactive environment.
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I approached the research seeking to understand how I can make sure I am not
pigeonholing, or placing preconceived notions on students. The desire to examine pigeonholing
and eliminate this came from my own experiences in the classroom. While researching I found
an article that outlined three things that I can do to combat misrepresentation (the idea of
identifying someone through false statements). These ideas were: Counter deficit perspectives,
broaden the conception of culture and also to close opportunity gaps (Irizarry, 2015). Students of
all ethnicities want to have challenging and engaging coursework, which requires the execution
of differentiated instruction. Creating culturally relevant lessons through differentiated
instruction is a gateway to student success and will show effects into their own life. Irizarry
(2015) writes, “Students yearn for more meaningful education experiences and are willing to
invest more deeply in schooling if they’re convinced that what they’re learning will positively
affect their lives” (Irizarry, 2015. Pg. 69). The work of Irizarry seems to pair well with Deaton.
Deaton (2015) states that restrictions in the classroom will lead to a lack of self-efficacy, and
students also find it more difficult to imitate in a social learning manner. Given efficacy and
interaction, students may be able to see the direct impact of their education, and their lives
through this practice.
A second way I can address my first research theme is through placing high expectations
for my students. Along with high expectations, a premium need placed on students not being
afraid of failure on assignments and assessments. This will entail letting the students know often
that I believe in them, and that I know they can achieve and master work. To quote Greene
(2016) again, “The most crucial characteristics of core group members are bravery, a willingness
to make and discuss mistakes, and perseverance” (P. 151). I will be quick to implement high
expectations from day 1, while being sure to positively reinforce and support students. Positive
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reinforcement has been seen through a PBIS (positive behavior support intervention) and has
shown to increase academic performance (as well as increasing school climate) (Molloy, Et al.,
2013). Addressing students through their zone of proximal development (the fringe of what is
challenging to a student, but not too difficult to where they cannot perform the action) can create
a classroom that will be willing to go out on a limb for a test or assignment. Thinking about each
student’s zone of proximal development correlates directly with differentiated instruction. Hani
Morgan, a professor at Southern Mississippi University supports my views by stating,
“Differentiated instruction benefits learners who are above grade level for the same reason;
because their instruction will be adjusted to be challenging, they will always be at the right level
(p. 35 2014).”
Relating Greene’s (2016) characteristics of core groups members is comparable to the
findings of Ormrod (2019). Learning is in fact a result of environmental events and stimulus. If a
student is not scorned and is encouraged even when a score may not be in their favor, it will
create more self-worth and motivation to learn. Replication of this can greatly impact students
through the social cognitive theory of learning (social cognitive theory is the idea that students
can directly learn from their peers from watching and replicating their actions). Simultaneously
teaching through many different intelligences to students can help alleviate potential low scores
and help with engagement. Morgan (2014) believes that as teachers, if we can teach to a students
desired intelligence, opportunities will arise from these experiences. Teaching to the varied needs
of many students is the role of the teacher, and also the root formation of differentiated
instruction.
Using the internet and other resources will not only make teaching to different
intelligences more accessible, but also make it easier to teach to the diversity of a classroom.
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LaGarret King (2021), a lack of teaching to various perspectives leads to one not being able to
relate, and feel minimalized in the content. Teaching to many different backgrounds shows the
importance of each student, demonstrates the value the diversity each student brings to the
classroom. In other places, students of color may face inequalities or prejudice. In my classroom,
I strive to eliminate these inequalities. A way to combat this is not teaching through a typical
white European perspective of social studies (King, 2021). Incorporating different viewpoints
throughout social studies will help develop empathetic learners through the outlets they are
exposed to. Anthony Farag, agrees with King, saying, “students should be exposed to many ways
of thinking about the American experience, rather than being taught only one version of the
nation’s story” (p, 20, 2021). Stated by Casale, et al. (2018) in agreement as well, learning from
perspectives can lead to creating more empathetic learners, and help create civility in the
classroom as well.
Incorporating technology and other instructional methods into the classroom
Upon working on my second sub theme of including technology and other themes for
students benefit, I was able to find many sources that helped correlate to this topic. My research
began with looking for ways that I can incorporate more classroom discussion and less a teacher
lecturing from either a slide show or writing on a board. From this idea, I then moved to
incorporating less lecture, with more use of technology. I believe that incorporating more student
discussion and student focused work allows students to be more open and discuss more than they
would rather than a teacher calling on raised hands or volunteers. As for technology, our students
are surrounded by technology every day and it continues to evolve daily. For a social studies
classroom technology seems to be the perfect environment to pull sources and to strike more
student interest into a given topic. My research found similar results to my initial thoughts, and I
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was able to see the benefits of student-centered instruction.
My process began with looking for more non-lecturing ways to instruct students. This
research led to finding adequate results on using projects to be the base of a unit, teaching to the
diverse reading needs of students, and also how to facilitate and construct conversations to be the
focus of a unit. For using projects, Candace Mulcachy, and Jeanette Wertz (2021) have done
research on this practice. The projects themselves become the whole unit or series of lessons.
Using scaffolding, students are building their own type of portfolio which will lead to an
eventual final project. This project serves as the summative assessment and places a majority of
the onus for learning on the students, rather than teacher. Project based learning has been shown
to help students with college preparedness (Mulcachy and Wertz, 2021). They claim: “Rather
than the project being the culmination of the unit, it is designed to be the unit; that is, the
activities and events throughout the unit build on the project” (p. 345, 2021). Another nonlecturing strategy was done by Katherine Gottschalk (1994) who asserts that in student-led
discussion it is important to lead your students through an appropriate and effective discussion.
Establishing goals and practices with students helps organize and guide the discussion, and
demonstrated how through discussion some of the most important and effective learning can take
place. In this practice, students can see that conflict is not always having a negative connotation
to it, and can practice to construct appropriate and thoughtful opinions that can enhance the
discussion and open the floor for others to join in (Gottschalk, 1994). Using content as a starting
point for students to build off of will help get the necessary content to our students, but be
facilitated through their own work and discussion. (Gottschalk, 1994).
For research on technology incorporation, findings showed regardless of the subject,
many of the articles supported technology integration. Many of the articles I found were written
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pre-Covid, but still showed support for integration (Scheuerell, 2010; Hicks and Hawley, 2013;
Ventimigilia, 2016, Richardson, 2019). (To be noted, this research project is being written during
Covid times) Not only was technology integration supported, but the need for developing
students’ digital literacy was a theme that arose as well (Hicks, & Hawley, 2013), (Ventimiglia
& Pullman, 2016). The need for digital literacy has never been higher due to the many outlets at
the fingertips of our students. Not only will teaching digital literacy help students navigate the
digital world, but it will also help prepare them for their careers outside of the classroom
(Ventimiglia & Pullman, 2016). As a future educator, I need to stay up to date on new
technological trends to help my students to be digitally aware. The need of digital literacy is just
one reason why incorporating technology into the classroom is more prevalent than ever.
Through the implementation of technology into the classroom, students can develop a
cross-cultural awareness that can spark new thinking (Berson, Carano, 2007). This can help
create empathy in our students and teach them to value how others live in a world that can be
different than their own. Bull and Adams (2012) describe a creative way that this can be done.
Through Twitter students are able to communicate their thoughts and ideas in a rapid manner and
also can be connected to their education online from any location. In this article by P. Bull and
Shayla Adams (2012), students enjoyed using Twitter and enjoyed incorporating it into a blended
classroom. The students also said that it supported collaboration, technological integration, and
they were able to explore content that they may not have been able to view previously. Another
surprising result I found was how students found a sense of community through Twitter.
“Students develop a sense of oneness as a result of twittering as part of a class. This sense of
community engages student is meaningful activities across academic and non-activities beyond
the structured walls of the classroom and class time” (p. 28). Through social media, cross
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cultural awareness can be realized and taught to students.
Incorporating technology can also help students gain agency, excitement, and
engagement. Per Will Richardson (2019), author of the article “Sparking Student Agency with
Technology,” “When kids have a say in what they learn about and can exercise that agency
around how to do it as well, they are way more invested and they are much more passionate and
driven about getting the work done” (pg. 17, 2019). Not only does technology integration create
agency, but students are also able to have work published online for others to see, which can lead
to more collaboration as work can easily be shared through the web. This can be done through
email, social networks, Google Docs or Slides, or other collaborative outlets. Through these
more accessible sharing ideas, students also are able to develop accountability and work in a
cooperative manner. These help students divide and conquer work, and become an expert of a
specific area. This was seen by Scott Scheuerell (2010) in his article “Virtual Warrensburg”
where he noted the benefits of students doing collaborative work online. “No one in the group is
waiting for someone else to do something and bored because there is nothing to do. Instead,
group members have a designated job or task” (Scheuerell p. 198, 2010). Through this practice,
students are able to see how they can not only make a difference in their community, but build
accountability with their classmates as well.
Through the research conducted, it was evident that technology integration not only
showed benefits, but it also is the way of the future. The Covid-19 pandemic laid the framework
for this to take place by necessity. But even before the pandemic, technology was on the rise.
Digital literacy has evolved over the last 30 years (Hicks, 2013), and education needs to follow
in these footsteps. Using technology has also shifted the role of teaching. Using direct instruction
through technology, teachers are now able to do a lot more facilitating of work and content,

23
BECOMING A BETTER TEACHER
rather than lecturing and being the sole source for work (Herro, 2015). This shift leads to more
students getting the one-on-one instruction they need, and an easier way to differentiate student
work (Herro, 2015). The use of technology in the classroom is greatly influenced by the
teacher’s knowledge of the available resources at their disposal. This can be informed through
PLC groups like what was seen in Waters and Kenna’s (2016) article, “Appsoutely Perfect! Apps
to Support Common Core in the History/Social Studies Classroom”. Teachers were given iPads
preloaded with apps to use. These teachers were not the most technological savvy, but through
PLC and being provided the resources the teachers the teachers were able to reap the rewards; “it
was a little difficult at first to change up my assessment routine after eight years of teaching, but
once I did, I was amazed at how much more time I had to do other things” (Waters and Kenna,
pg. 119, 2016). Through confidence and guidance, teachers can use technology for help enhance
the education of our students.
Theme 3 Subject Specific Goals of Teaching Controversial Topics Within Social Studies
My third research theme focused on finding subject-specific issues and goals to improve
my own teaching. Through my exploration and curiosity, I started to focus my research on
finding ways that I can address controversial topics and issues within a social studies classroom.
Through many different subjects, there are bound to be controversial issues that can come up and
not be glossed over due to comfortability. How can I take these issues on in an effective way, but
also in a way that is going to allow my students to express their opinions, their questions, and
thoughts in a way that shows respect to my students within the classroom? I classified
controversial issues as: race, gender, political ideologies, immigration, LGBTQ, and censorship
as a starting point. This topic also seemed to have a correlation to my first theme, the importance
of having a classroom culture and climate that supports differing opinions and will value the
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personal experiences of the students. Through my research I was able to find strategies and
advice on how to combat controversial issues in the classroom, and ways to improve my teaching
and support my students.
Addressing controversial issues in the classroom is important in the age of instant access
to information that our students have. Our students cannot escape the political domain and every
time they open a social network, they can see breaking news. An example of this was when
Trayvon Martin was killed (Carpenter, 2012). Using the instant access and student knowledge to
our advantage can help create lessons and embrace major events. Embracing these events and
answering their questions will also show that we care about their issues and ideas, creating a safe
classroom climate that allows students to raise their questions and concerns. The author of the
article, “Talk with your Students about Trayvon Martin”, Jeffery Carpenter (2012), noted that
addressing an issue like Martin, can lead to some of the most important and helpful instruction of
the whole school year. Through the instant access to information our students have become more
politically active and developed their own sense of political activism (Kolluri, 2017). With our
students becoming more aware and active in a political lens we need to address the common
misconceptions and different information they are able to receive. By incorporating these ideas
into our lessons, we can help prepare our students to navigate the political world once they leave
our classrooms. If we are to commit to debating lessons, and factor in ramifications that fit our
students lives, we will be able to spark much more student engagement. Through this work, we
also can emphasize the importance of class discussion that Gottschalk (1994) references and can
help our students navigate the difficult topics and situation. This could spark students’ prior
knowledge or schemas, and enhance conversation. Students do have resources at their fingertips,
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so if we are to keep them engaged without defaulting back to their phones, we can help them
learn and grow.
By teaching different and controversial issues and events, we also can help our students
become more empathetic and value disagreement in a civil manner (Martinson, 2005). It has
been shown that teaching students controversial topics like LGBTQ+, genocide, and social
justice has helped created empathy in our students through discussion and the answering of
difficult questions even in schools that do not replicate each other in terms of socioeconomic
status or diversity of students (Casale, Et al., 2018). By incorporating these discussions into
course work, we can help raise awareness and educate how there are multiple sides and
stakeholders, create empathy for those involved, and accept someone who has a differing opinion
than yourself (Casale, Et al., 2018). The authors Byford, et al. (2009) agree saying, “individuals
and society benefit from a serious exchange of views, even when the ‘other side’ is wrong”
(Byford, Et al., p. 119, 2009).
Teaching students to accept someone else’s point of view and to stand behind their
thoughts is a way we can teach empathy, acceptance, and respect to students (Byford, Et al.,
2009). These skills developed are skills that our students will take with them for the rest of their
life and can show the importance of exercising the First Amendment through civil discussion.
David Martinson (2005) in his article, “Building a Tolerance for Disagreement”, Martinson
believes, “It is important that students in a social studies class appreciate that some answers to
the important social and political questions that affect society are better than others … it is
essential that they be willing to stand behind their own beliefs and opinions on such issues even
when others—perhaps the majority— disagree” (Martinson, p. 119, 2005). Disagreement does
not necessarily have to correlate with negativity. Students can also work through consensus
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building (Zall, 2021) where all student interests have been met, support from the group, and a
decision is finalized that maybe not is a unanimous agreement, but all parties can live with (Zall,
2021). However, this is accomplished by creating a classroom culture that will value and respect
student’s various viewpoints.
As we can see, the benefits of addressing and teaching these critical and controversial
topics has shown large benefits and creates lifelong skills for our students (Kolluri, 2017). The
caveat however, is how will we teach these to our students? The most important way we can
teach these controversial subjects, and any topic for that matter, is to teach our students in a
multiple perspective approach (Farag, 2021). In social studies, we need to view our content from
a viewpoint of the marginalized groups to understand how these groups have been impacted and
affected historically through time (King, 2021). All too often, content is taught from a WhiteEuro perspective (King, 2021). Some may be able to relate, but not all. These critical and
controversial topics need to be taken in the perspectives of all those involved, and we need to
learn of the history and implications leading up to these events.
An example of teaching from different perspectives was done in New York, and teaching
a class devoted to the War on Terror, focusing on the events of 9/11 (Kuthe, 2011). The class
was not constructed to only view the events of September 11th, 2001, but to view the things that
lead up to this event, the aftermath, the people who were involved, how they were negatively
portrayed, and also the Muslim religion and how it was viewed upon quite negatively after this
event. From an American perspective, this event was a way to show nationalism and pride in
overcoming a traumatic event (Kuthe, 2011). But what about a different perspective? The teacher
of this class stressed the importance of varying thoughts and opinions, creating a safe classroom,
and letting students ask questions and have thoughts that may differ from others. Often these
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types of courses are to receive pushback and maybe not make it into the school registrar.
However, taking on these types of classes and ideas leads to great growth and learning
opportunities (Kuthe, 2011). A second examples that I found was enacting students through
various role play exercises to help develop understanding, view perspectives, and fulfill roles
that may not align with their personal beliefs. Even though a student may be casted as someone
who they do not agree with, they are asked to take on this personality and try to fit into the role
(Lo, 2018). By incorporating this strategy, students are able to be challenged and also have their
own ideas challenged and can promote understanding and empathy. Depending on the age of the
students, they can reenact a direct event, or create a made-up simulation that students will be able
to play fake characters and roles that resemble a real person. Farag (2021), Casale, et al. (2018),
and Martinson (2005) are also advocates for constructing controlled safe debates for students.
These debates had similar characteristics like being structured, making sure civility is kept,
addressing a controversial topic, and valuing the students’ voices.
From my research, it seems that one of the most important take away was to keep both
race and gender at the forefront of my instruction (Martell, Stevens, 2018). Both of these topics
do not come across as an easy idea or topic to teach. But, if you are to think about the two topics,
they are at the center of almost all of social studies. Showing that all individuals have equal
rights, regardless of socioeconomic status can result in pushback, and lead people to claim that
one is teaching critical race theory for the detriment of a child (Farang, 2021). In reality, we are
teaching to make sure that all are treated equal, and that all individuals desire to have the same
rights and to not be marginalized due to their ethnicity or class. Incorporating both gender and
race need to be the center of instruction (Martell & Stevens 2018). Most teachers do find that
there is a need and feel comfortable to teach both of these topics at the center of instruction.
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However, a lack of time or professional development hinder the abilities of these teachers. Also,
teachers often default to teaching in the ways they know, and were taught. If they were taught
from a White-Euro perspective, often, they shown to emulate this.
Change is needed to help those who have been marginalized get their voices heard. I
believe that addressing and teaching these “controversial topics” is a way that I can help those
who feel that they are being marginalized gain a voice, create empathetic learners, and allow for
civil discussions. Creating critical awareness of the world is just one way a teacher can teach for
social justice (Styslinger, Et al., 2019). This can be done, by helping instruct and create lesson
plans around these hot topics that can help students gain their voice and share their experiences
with others.
Application of this research was an essential part in building my own knowledge base for
this project and will continue to be a foundational piece for my teaching career. Through
research, I have been able to find sources and articles that reflect some of my future goals and
aspirations in my teaching. Following this literature review, results will be concluded both
quantitatively, and qualitatively to test the effectiveness of the themes being researched by
myself through a variety of different measurement methods.
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Chapter III
RESEARCH METHODS
The methods of inquiry for this study focused on the principles and practices of action
research, using self-study aligned with professional teacher standards, teacher artifacts, journal
entries, student conferencing, and feedback from my clinical instructor as a means of data
collection. I will begin with a review of action research principles to establish the foundation for
this study’s method of inquiry. Second, I will review the choices and purposes of data collection
that helped to highlight my instruction and means for searching for improvement. Third, I will
detail my context for the study, methods of data collection protocols, maintaining credibility and
trustworthiness of the data, and acknowledge my limitations as a researcher. Finally, I will
present the procedures used for studying my practice, while providing data and analysis that
speaks to adaptations and adjustments made to my instruction as I implanted this study.
Research Questions
My focus for this research was to analyze my own teaching, and to view how I can
become the best teacher I can be while completing my graduate studies. Specifically, I examined
the effectiveness of my differentiated instruction, my instructional techniques, and how to
address difficult topics within the social studies realm. This focus aligned with the following
InTASC Standards for teacher professional development. Additionally, I considered how
studying my own practice in line with INTASC Standards could improve my own instruction and
therefore, student learning. My purpose of this study was to analyze my own teaching strategies
and find ways that I could improve my instruction to help propel a better, and more inclusive
learning environment for the students who are in my classroom. The research question (s) for
this study were:
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1. How can differentiation improve and strengthen classroom climate?
Data gathered from a focus on this question was used to test my own effectiveness to help a
variety of learners learn in a way that best fits various learners and their learning styles, and how
it can lead to a positive classroom environment.
2. What is the benefit of incorporating technology, and other non-instructional methods
of teaching?
Data gathered from this question was used to validate the importance of not always being the
center of instruction, and allowing students to test multiple different learning styles to meet the
diverse needs of learners.
3. How can I more effectively teach controversial topics in social studies?
Data gathered from a focus on this question was used to describe how topics in social studies do
not always have a right or wrong answer, and value the importance of the experiences of students
when addressing controversial issues that may lead to discussion.
INTASC Standards
This research was based around the importance of teacher growth and development, and
the INTASC Standards. These standards are put in place for educators both new and
experienced, to continue to reflect and refine their work. Being able to define and refine what
teacher practices are and look like will help teachers continue to be effective educators, and
provide students with the best education within the teacher’s abilities. These standards are also
set in place to help students obtain the needed education to be able to continue into higher
education and find success while obtaining ownership in their own educational ventures.
For my own teaching, I focused my instruction around INTASC subtopics. These
standards are ways that educators can continue to grow in their educational development, and
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provide updated strategies to our students. The INTASC Standards are as follows: 1) Learner
Development, 2) Learning Differences, 3) Learning Environment, 4) Content Knowledge, 5)
Application of Content, 6) Assessment, 7) Planning for Instruction, 8) Instructional Strategies, 9)
Professional Learning and Ethical Practice, and 10) Leadership and Collaboration.
After reflection and review, I feel that standards 1, 2, 3, 6, and 8 correlate to my first
research question of how can differentiated instruction improve classroom climate and the
environment. For my second research question, I feel that standards 5, 6, 7, and 8 relate to my
instructional strategies, and how I can use non-traditional or non-lecturing methods of
instruction. For my third and final research question of how can I more effectively address
controversial topics in social studies, I feel that standards 3, ,4, 5, 7, 8, and 9 fall into this
research question. All of the standards have importance to the classroom, but the standards listed
with my research questions I feel more accurately my research studies focus.
Methods and Procedures
Because my purpose was to describe my own teaching practice as well as how I use data
to improve my own practice in line with the INTASC professional standards, it was important to
choose a method that could account for both what the standards are for teachers and how I was
paying attention to my own practice through data collection to improve it. Accordingly, this
study was designed as an action research study. Action research is a way for teachers to continue
to grow and gain ways to improve their teaching and practice. This research will help teachers
avoid being sedentary in their ways, and can help instill change in curriculum, PLC groups, and
schoolwide.
The researcher Doug Reeves (2010) relates action research as a way for educators to be
“leading” and not “lucky” in their instruction. Through action research, educators can see why
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some instruction is more effective than other ways, and lead teachers to not be lucky when their
students are to understand a unit or lesson, or even worse, receiving low results and not knowing
why (Reeves, 2010). Rather, find out why this lesson worked and become a leader for their
content and research to establish the most efficient and helpful ways for student growth.
The work of Reeves to me paints a clear picture of what, and the importance of action
research. As teachers, we cannot settle for getting either good or bad results, and not knowing the
root of the results. Being able to continuously grow is a major component of any job, but to me,
it is most important for teachers. No two students are the same, and no two generations of
students are the same. Continuing to learn is our job as teachers. I hope to continue to grow in
the field of teaching and find ways that I can continue to stay up to date, and teach my future
students in the best way possible and not be static in my ways.
Data Collection
The basic steps in action research are 1) identify a topic or issue to study, 2) collect data
related to the chosen topic or issue, 3) analyze and interpret the collected data, and 4) carry out
action planning, which represents the application of the action research results. Data collection in
an action research project typically is related to the topic or issues observed, with answers to
these questions following. As Padak and Padak observe, “Any information that can help you
answer your questions is data” (1994). Therefore, I used multiple data collection tools related to
my topic to ensure the validity of my results. Furthermore, I adhered to the following four
characteristics in determining the data I would collect for my study, 1) anonymity of students, 2)
comparison in data collection was built in so that the results could be judged against themselves
both before and after the intervention period, 3) aspects of performance to be examined were
identified prior to data collection so that the information was relevant and connected to the
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research questions, and 4) a variety of data was collected so that different aspects of the topic
could be brought to light (Padak and Padak, 1994). Finally, because I was studying my own
practice, I acknowledge the “spiraling nature” of data collection in action research (Padak and
Padak, 1994). By focusing on data in connection to my research questions, my attention tuned to
other pieces of data that emerged in relation to my questions. These emergent data pieces were
included as part of the study as they had relevance to my research questions.
Because my research questions focus on differentiated instruction, instructional methods,
and addressing various controversial topics in social studies, I chose to collect data that would
provide information about how my practice and the interventions I identified aligned with the
research topic. The types of data I chose to collect are described next.
Journaling/self-reflection
Through journaling and self-reflection, I will be able to debrief my teaching. This will be
done through writing down my initial thoughts and observations after each class period and each
day, and observing the videos I am planning on taking my own teaching for reflection. These
journal entries ranged from one sentence to a full paragraph for each class. Journaling allowed
me to write down my thoughts while still fresh in my mind, and also allowed me to go back and
review my observations to make changes moving forward. I think that writing down the
observations of the classroom after strategies helped with my research questions by noting how
some reacted to assignments and ideas that were put forward in class. As for videoing, I will be
able to see things that I maybe had missed during instruction time to fix, continue to do, or for
ideas on new instructional techniques.
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Student assessment and conferencing
Students’ assessment scores will also be analyzed to check for results. Assessment scores
(both formal and informal) will give me a range of student comprehension, and also allow me to
analyze what instructional methods or differentiated tactics have shown to be effective for
measuring student learning, and also identifying trends in student work for potential reteaching.
From the assessment scores, I also will conduct individual conferencing with students who may
have struggled, and where they thought some of the disconnect was. Conferencing will not only
help me grasp the student’s comprehension, but will also allow me to continue to build a
relationship with the student.
Observations from my mentor teacher and clinical teacher
For this form of data, I will rely on my WOU mentor advisor, as well as my clinical
teacher to provide me with feedback. From both of these sources, I feel that I will be able to get a
good understanding of some of the strategies that I am doing that are going well, and to identify
areas of weakness I may have. Being able to receive feedback from two very reputable sources
will be instrumental in my growth as a teacher as these two individuals will be able to pull from
their own experiences and trials from their own classrooms. Throughout the program I have
received a lot of very helpful feedback and ideas that I would have never thought of, while also
providing an ear to talk to when I feel I am either struggling or doing well.
Context of the Study
For my study, I will be conducting my results at a rural school just outside of Salem,
Oregon. The school I am conducting my work at serves grades 9-12, and consists of about 1,000
students. Of these 1000 students, 48% are female and 52% of the population is male. White and
Hispanic are the two ethnicities that make up a majority of the population. In total, these two
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demographics are 93% of the total student population. In the classes I am teaching in, there is an
average of about 24 students. In one class specifically, the class contains 10 students who
classify as ELL students. All students are provided free breakfast and lunch from the school, and
all students are given a “homeroom” class where they meet every day for about 25 minutes.
In my classes, I have 3-4 students in each that have an IEP, while there are 2-3 more who
have a 504 plan. The accommodations for these students range from more time on assessments,
using notes on assessments, taking breaks during class, the ability to assess in a resource room,
modifying the length of assignments, handouts for note taking, and using fidgets during class
time. Many of the accommodations needed are already being done for all students in class.
The class schedule is a “4 by 4” which consists of 4 90-minute classes a day for students.
This was done to help students recover credits they may have failed during the distance learning
period that was brought upon by Covid-19 last school year. The school schedule allows for a lot
of time to break up the class into segments to help with engagement, and allows me to create
relationships with students as they are in the same classes for up to 18 weeks.
I am partaking in my clinical teaching in the social studies department. This department
contains 6 teachers in total. 5 of the 6 social studies teachers reside in one hallway. This allows
me and the other educators to have brief, impromptu meetings on the fly or be able to bounce
ideas off of each other between classes. It also allows for the teachers to build a relationship as
they can poke their heads in and chat, or observe other classes with ease. There are weekly PLC
meetings for the social studies department, and I am able to be mentored not only by my mentor
teacher, but also by those who are within the department as they are more than happy to provide
advice and ideas. This has led to a really enjoyable experience for me, and hopefully can lead
into a job at this location.
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I am currently being mentored by a tenured teacher who has been at this school for 14
years. For the first term he and I did a large amount of coteaching an AP Human Geography
class. At the turn of the school’s semester, I am now teaching two full periods of Global Studies
for 10th grade students. My mentor teacher is relatively hands-off during these two periods
during instructional time, but will help monitor and assist during student work time. I have been
given the freedom to try new strategies and methods of instruction as well, and encouraged to do
things differently than he does if I would like. He has also been very helpful in my development
as a teacher and has shown me the importance of building strong relationships with students.
Participants
Because this study was designed using an action research approach, the main participant
in the study is myself, as the teacher. As my learning progressed throughout my student teaching
program, I became interested in a number of ideas that would help me to improve my instruction.
Ultimately, I decided to focus on the main research areas outlined in my research question. To
lend credibility to the results I will share from my self-study of my practice, it is important to
describe my role in the classroom where I teach. In this section I will focus on describing my
own classroom and my role as the teacher.
I have been in this classroom since the third week of September. I arrived during the
second week of the school year where I took it upon myself to try to create relationships with
students. From early on in the school year I feel that I have been able to create bonds and
relationships with students from the first semester, who still will swing by the classroom to say
hello to myself and my mentor teacher.
My mentor teacher and myself have designed the curriculum for this class along with
another teacher who teaches Global Studies. We have decided to take on a different approach
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than the years past, and not teach the class in a chronological order but more in groupings of
themes (geography, how the earth is constructed, European contact, imperialism, etc.). This was
done to make sure that we are not glossing over different areas of history, and to ensure that we
can teach to student interests regionally during these overarching themes.
From my work with my mentor, I came to the ideas of my study. My mentor teachers’
main style of instruction appears to be lecturing and note taking for students. He also places a
large emphasis on creating a classroom community where students feel safe. I also value the
classroom community, but I believe that a majority of lecturing may not be the best way for
students to learn. Therefore, this is where the curiosity for my first two research questions arose.
For my third research question, this came upon me as I know that in this course we will cover
topics like racism, civil rights, imperialism, slavery, and other topics that may be alarming to
some students and impose previous traumas that they may have (the school is a trauma informed
school). This being said, how can I teach these topics that will not induce these traumas, and
ensure that students know the classroom is a safe place?
How I Studied My Teaching
I have been studying my own teaching be journaling after each lesson that I teach, and
also revisiting these journal entries on later days. From my entries, I have been able to deduct
areas that seem to be successful for both the group, and for certain students as a whole. I also
have studied my teaching from meeting with my mentor teacher, and my WOU advisor through
formal observations. My WOU advisor has been a tremendous help to me as he has been able to
draw upon his own experiences teaching a similar class to this, and provided new opportunities
to try different technology techniques and other methods.
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To help answer my research questions, I will provide opportunities to differentiate my
instruction, use non-traditional assessment strategies, and try to find ways and opportunities to
teach various controversial topics within my content area. For teaching controversial topics, I
will not go out of my way to have discussion and lessons. However, if the topics arise within the
unit, they will not be shied away from and they will be talked about within lecture. In the units
being taught these ideas may come up with talking about the Russia Ukraine war, colonialism,
imperialism, and social caste systems of ancient civilizations.
My study will be conducted for a total of 6 weeks and I will log my results. In this study I
will look for ways that students see growth in their practice from differentiation. I think that this
will lead to a classroom where students feel safe and comfortable and feel that they can come to
me the teacher when they feel that they need help or think that the work at hand may need to be
differentiated. For non-traditional instructional methods and technology, I will look for student
engagement. If the students are enjoying the content and if the students appear to see increases in
understanding are the two main takeaways I will be looking for. These lessons for this
instructional piece of my research will be designed with specific instructional techniques in mind
to compare to my previous ways of instruction. Comparing and contrasting my lesson. And
finally, for controversial topics I will also look for students’ reactions when these topics come
up. If students are to react in a negative manner, I will look to either individually conference with
these students, or I will change my instructional methods and move to an idea that may be more
suitable to the classroom as a whole.
For each day of class notes will be taken to help organize my thoughts. These notes will
be taken in my own personal journal and on my lesson plans that I construct. From my lessons
and journaling I believe that I will be able to conduct enough research to help see if I am meeting
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my goals, or if not, find areas where I feel that I can improve my techniques. Through this selfreflection I feel that I am taking the necessary steps to help become a better teacher.
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Chapter IV
Research Questions
My results section will begin by using the data that I was able to obtain from journaling
and self-reflection, student assessment and conferencing with students, as well as observations
and feedback from my mentor teacher and clinical instructor. These methods were used to help
answer to following questions: How can differentiation improve and strengthen classroom
climate? What is the benefit of incorporating technology, and other non-lecture-based methods
of instruction? Lastly, how can I more effectively teach controversial topics in social studies?
From my studies and research on myself, I will be able to find the results and yield various
takeaways to incorporate into my classroom and analyze my own teaching methods.
After reviewing and annotating my results and methods of data collection, I was able to
find various themes and subthemes to correlate my work and research. Along with the subthemes
found, I was then able to align them with the different research questions that I proposed for my
work and see how they may have been impacted by the methods of research that I chose to use
for my project. When reviewing my notes and research, I was looking for ideas that seemed to
stand out, reoccur, or were highlighted by me while conducting my own note taking or through
feedback that was provided to me. Using the data I have, I was able to find adequate results that
either support or refute my research questions.
Data Analysis
Before concrete evidence was found, I needed to find different modes and methods of
ways to conduct my research; since my research questions relied on both qualitative and
quantitative data. Quantitative data was found from observing student assessment scores, while
qualitative data was used when assessing classroom climate, receiving feedback, conferencing
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with students, personal note taking, and feedback from my clinical teacher and university
supervisor. Details of how each method of content was used and obtained are as follows.
Results as a result of personal note taking and journaling
After various lessons and class periods I would conduct a brief journal and note taking
session where I would write down any observations I had, any reflection points, or how I felt the
lessons I conducted went. In these journal entries I would write down a brief rundown of what
my lesson plan was and highlight strengths and weaknesses of each lesson, as well as how I felt
the students responded to the lessons.
Student assessment and conferencing with students
Students are to turn in daily work by collecting their items into a binder. When it is time
to check on student’s daily work, they are to bring their binder to me, and I will check over their
work. At the conclusion of checking work, I then do a brief conferencing session with each
student. This allows me to not only check work, but also continue to build a relationship with
each student. I can check in with them on their work, ask them questions, and also get to know
the students on a more personal level. For assessments, I used this data to measure student
comprehension and growth.
Feedback from my mentor teacher and clinical instructor
During the meetings with my clinical instructor and university supervisor, I would take
notes about areas I did well and where I could improve my practice. These meetings were done
after each formal observation, and then one end of term CPAST meeting that was conducted.
The notes I took from these meetings were written down in the same journal that I used each day
for my own reflection. For meetings with my clinical teacher, many of these informal meetings
would conclude with me taking notes on tips and pointers to incorporate into my practice.
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Coding and Themes Found in my Data
After annotating and analyzing the data from my various methods of record keeping,
there were different themes that were seen and observed in my work. They were as followed:
Table 1
Data Source

Theme

Codes and evidence from data

Correlating
Research
Question

Journaling and

Student enjoyment

Writing down student responses,

note taking

of work and class

student engagement, kids looking

RQ 2

comfortable in class, response to
community building activities
Classroom

Students being behaved and on

management

task, repetition of classroom

RQ 2

routines, progression of routines
and norms
Class discussion

Students raising hands to ask

and questions from

questions and to comment on

group work and

different visuals, videos, quotes,

lecture and

notes, and other information

methods of

presented to them.

instruction

Lectures, slideshows, political
cartoons, discussions

RQ 3
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Student

Willingness to

After disclosing my own school

assessment and

disclose

work, stress and difficulties,

individual

information to the

students began talking more about

conferencing

teacher

personal life, previous

RQ 1

experiences, things going on
outside of school, difficulties they
are having my class, as well as
others
Feedback on

Providing me with information

RQ 1 and RQ

student work,

about workload, pacing, and

2

taking in student

progress on various assessments

feedback on ways

and personal accountability

to accomplish tasks

assignments, asking questions on
extensions and guidance,
clarifying questions and thoughts
by students
Responses from students about
work and asking for different
ideas and ways to accomplish
assessments. Asking for
clarification on assessment
practice, asking students what

44
BECOMING A BETTER TEACHER
they thought was the best way to
show mastery
Conferencing and

My practices and

Note taking, feedback and

feedback from

teaching strategies

suggestions, things I am doing

clinical instructor

RQ 2

well and if I am meeting my goals

and mentor teacher
Risk taking

Not being afraid if a lesson plan

RQ 1 and RQ

crashes and burns, continue to try

3

new methods, feedback on new
instructional methods from
student responses and engagement
Students asking questions about
controversial topics and concepts.
Looking for clarification and help
to clarify ideas.

Research Question 1
After coding and deciphering data, I was able to begin to answer my first research
question of how can differentiation improve and strengthen classroom climate? Being that this
research question does not pertain to quantitative data, I relied heavily on qualitative data to
conduct my research and log my results. My goal was to see if by implementing different aspects
and areas of differentiation, I would be able to create a classroom climate where students would
be more inclined to take risks, disclose themselves to me, and strengthen the bond between
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students in the classroom. Upon beginning my research on this topic, it was clear to me that to
achieve this goal I needed to start backwards in my work. For adequate success and results, I
needed to look at what I had envisioned as a strong classroom climate, and then design my steps
to achieve this.
Most of my research began at the beginning of a new semester at the school I am
teaching at. I figured this would give me a fresh start with research and allow me to start at a
blank slate of students. An opportunity to establish new routines, practices, and norms in the
classroom. Beginning this semester, I had students construct their own view and vision of the
classroom they wanted to have. The school I am teaching at has a “P.O.W.E.R.” matrix they use
for their core values and practices (POWER stands for: purpose, ownership, work ethic,
empathy, respect). With these themes in mind, I asked students what this would look like, and
how they would replicate these ideas. From this discussion I showed students early on that I
valued their opinion, and I would also uphold myself and them to their standards. This practice to
me was a way to help establish a positive classroom climate where students would not only have
a voice, but also agency in their learning environment.
After establishing classroom expectations, I concluded that I needed to first start my
process with establishing norms, then moving towards relationship building. When initially
constructing my research questions I had the thought process that differentiation would lead to
climate. I found the process to happen in an opposite order from the onset. With this observation,
I did not alter my work too much as this is an ongoing process of creating a classroom climate
that encourages students to take risks and feel comfortable by initiating a calm demeanor with
expectations in the classroom.
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Results from this proved to provide a learning environment where students feel safe and
appear comfortable. Evidence of this has been seen through feedback from my university
supervisor. “You have done a good job of being positive with your students, and the learning
environment is a safe one … there are a lot of good discussions with students, and not just
student and teacher.” The feedback given to me shows that the environment is an inclusive one,
however the implementation of differentiation is not the way the environment was established.
Willingness to disclose information to the teacher
I relied heavily on my own note taking and journaling and student conferencing for data
collection. From the data and experiences, I had I was able to conclude that some of my best
results and data came directly from student feedback. When I was able to conference with
students directly, I was able to talk to them about their work, their life, and what they felt they
needed to be successful in class. Some of the responses that I got from students while
conferencing had to do with the class, they were in with me, their other classes, or various topics
outside of the classroom. An example that stands out to me is how a student asked me to help
with an essay in English. I accepted their request, and they were writing about inequities in
schools. After reading the student’s paper they went on to disclose how they had experienced
inequities, discrimination and racism within their own educational experience. These comments
came from a student who does not share much in class, and does not normally go out of their
way to ask for help from me. From this experience, I feel that I was able to solidify how
important relationships and a positive classroom climate can be and to make students feel safe,
while also collecting important data that shows the effects of a positive classroom environment.
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Feedback on student work, taking in student feedback on ways to accomplish tasks
From my student conferencing I was also able to receive feedback on students work
habits and strengths and weaknesses. Through these conversations I felt that I could alter
workloads, along with assignments and assessments to students’ best interests. An instance of
this was when I created a differentiated student product driven assessment. Students were to
research an ancient civilization of their choosing, select a method of project construction, and
then compare and contrast their work with another student. In preparation for this project, I was
able to conversate with individual students about some of their own strengths and learning styles,
as well as receive feedback and hear about student’s general ideas for their assessment. From
these conversations I was able to change requirements and allow students to explain their thought
processes to me. Not only do I believe that this helped differentiate for different students, but I
also know that it let students know that I believed in their work and showed that I trusted them to
create a project that they deemed would fit the necessary requirements.
When students finally submitted their projects for grading, I was very happy with the
results I received, and the variety of different projects submitted. (The average score for the
second period class I taught was a 25/30, and for third period a 23/30) The different variations of
these projects I received were: a painting, stop-motion video movie, posters, google slides, a
mock newspaper article, pamphlet, and a cardboard cutout flip chart with popups to show what
each image represented. Through differentiated assessment I observed students working hard on
their project, showing ownership, and an excitement to work on their schoolwork. Images of
student work will follow in my data for research question 2.
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Individual Conferencing with Students
Through individual conferencing I also feel that I was able to differentiate well for
students to show me their mastery. I teach two classes solely on my own (2nd and 3rd period). In
third period I have two students who are on an IEP, and 504 plan respectively. Both students are
quite smart and have large amounts of background knowledge on the topics covered in class;
however, they often struggle with staying on task and submitting work. Through conferencing
with both of these students individually I was able to orally assess both students on the different
aspects of European contact, and what different characteristics of European contact at different
parts of the world.
After assessing both students through conversations and not the one-page essay that was
originally assigned to them, I was able to still see the strengths of these two students and also see
their knowledge. Both students at the conclusion of this oral assessment gave me a huge smile
after talking to me and receiving their grade, and we were able to create a bond to where I was
able to show the students that I am flexible in my grading and assessing.
In the second period class I teach, different data was obtained when this tactic was
proposed to a different student who is on an IEP. This student also struggles to complete tasks
and keep up on daily work. For my second period student I offered to orally assess the student,
and to also excuse from some of the daily work they were missing due to the student disclosing
to me that they lost school work due to an event that happened within their family. When
offering not just orally assessing, but other ways to assess and extended turn in times the student
did not turn material in. However, they did disclose to me their home life, talk to me about how
they are feeling, and constantly say hello to me in the hallway and talk about their baseball team.
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Although differentiation did not lead to an increase in a grade, it did show the ability and
willingness to help and connect with this student.
When it comes to assessing all data pertaining to my first research question, I do feel that
some of the information may be inconclusive. When taking in data through my journaling,
conversations, and observations I do feel that there is room for error in my results. By doing my
best to decipher student responses, engagement levels, student conversations with their peers,
and student interactions with me I feel that creating a classroom climate that is positive and
supportive through differentiation is still open for data collection and will be solidified towards
the conclusion of the school year.
Research Question 2
In data collection for my second research question of: What is the benefit of
incorporating technology, and other non-lecture-based methods of instruction? I was able to
code my data to find different sub themes that fit this question quite well. The subthemes that I
found and came across were: Student enjoyment of work, classroom management, feedback from
students, and my own practices of teaching. Results for this research question were again fell
more along the qualitative realm of results as I did not rely as heavily on student assessment
scores, but the product that students produced and their feedback on the various products and
methods of instruction.
Student enjoyment of work
When coding results, journaling and my reactions and observations showed whether
students either did or did not enjoy different activities that I tried while instructing my classes.
From trying various activities and methods of instruction I was able to get a wide variety of
responses in terms of what students did, or did not enjoy for teaching techniques. My initial

50
BECOMING A BETTER TEACHER
research question had technology as the core of it. However, as I went on through my teaching, I
found myself not focusing as much on technology, but focusing more on new and different
formative assessment strategies.
Observations from my university instructor also helped me find was to measure this
subtheme. A note left by my instructor was as followed: “continue to try new things, take risks,
and have fun … class is comfortable with each other and the climate is good. The kids enjoyed
the tech. you used and look like they are having fun.” This observation note came when my
instructor came to observe a review day. I used the technology strategy called Plickers into my
lesson. This required students to use pieces of paper and turn/angle them in a certain direction in
order to provide their answer. Students did look to have fun with trying to answer questions, and
also trying to get their Plicker cards in the right direction. The students were engaged and asking
questions about the review. I initially struggled with using the app to record student results
during this lesson. I believe that having the students see me struggle and trouble shoot may have
led them to be more inclined to participate, instead of the alternative.
For enjoyment of work, I also used student assessment creation as a source of data. As
referenced earlier, students were given the opportunity to construct an ancient civilization project
and create a method that best met their learning style. I was able to receive feedback from the
students through conversations and also a Google form. The Google form helped me pace
accordingly and also use the data to find students to conference with who needed extra help.
Students were able to drive their own learning and find research on their own. Although I did
have to scaffold a mini lesson on media literacy, students were really in control of their own
learning and developed agency and ownership of their work. Students were excited to work on
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their project and produced different, non-traditional projects as a form of summative
assessments. Below are pictures of different projects that were constructed:
Figure 1
Note. Student painting of Ancient Jerusalem

Figure 2
Note. Hebrew transcription of life in Ancient Jerusalem
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Figure 3
Note. Student construction of a newspaper article about Ancient Egypt

Figure 4
Note. Screen shot of stop motion video constructed with Lego pieces for Ancient Egypt
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Students also appeared to enjoy different simulations that I tried to produce for the
context of learning. An example included how can the class get together and prevent WWI from
happening. Feedback from my university supervisor on this activity informed me of the
engagement and depth of conversations the students were having. The students were able to
relate the simulation to modern day concepts like the Russia and Ukraine conflict and understand
how different options have many positive and negative repercussions. A second simulation was
done earlier in the quarter to show students how colonies were exploited by their initial home
countries. Students were engaged in this activity and at one point when they all felt they were
being exploited, wanted to “overthrow the government” and rebel. This was replicative of actual
colonies and rebellion.
Classroom management
From observing data, I was able to find the theme of classroom management from my
notes, feedback from clinical teacher, and university supervisor. In my notes multiple times I
have written down how “kids are engaged”, “look interested and into assignment”, “working in
groups and seem motivated”, “students enjoying project work”, upon other notes that pertain to
classroom management. However, early on in my journaling I do have written down that this
was not always the case. Notes of “doing better with management, but need to have routines and
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more structure”, and “how can I keep kids more engaged with video without them just
‘watching’”.
Classroom management started out as any beginning class would. Students excited,
nervous, and also trying to push boundaries of the student teacher. However, as the quarter
progressed the challenges of classroom management have appeared to digress. Students are
familiar and comfortable with routines, students have developed respect and rapport with their
peers and me, and there have not been any issues in terms of behaviors. I believe that the more
techniques and instructional methods I try, it keeps students on their toes and does not allow
them to become sedentary. Students appeared to be challenged each day and have shown to
enjoy being challenged.
My own practices of teaching and methods
Upon the beginning of this project, I was defaulting to what I knew in terms of my
instruction. Mostly lecture, some call and response with students, and note taking. After about a
week of this, I started to see students’ engagement levels decrease, students were not asking as
many questions, and the classroom felt like it was becoming stale. After reflection I felt that this
was in part due to my EdTPA project, and the planning for the project. I defaulted to what I
knew and was comfortable with in hopes that it would help me pass the EdTPA and show my
mastery.
After completion of the EdTPA, I went back and did a self-audit of my practices. I made
a goal to expand on my research question and to really try to challenge and push myself to go out
on a limb, and not be afraid of a method crashed and burned. When I looked at my journaling
during this period, most of my entries had something to do with “more engagement”, “more
group work”, “more talking with students”. Also, feedback from my university supervisor was:
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“good work, but remember, you shouldn’t be the one who feels like they did
everything during your lesson. You need to make sure that at the end of a lesson
you are not the one who feels really tired and feels like you did all of the work.
Your students need to be the ones who feel tired and feel like they did all of the
work. I know it is a hard habit to break because in social studies we want to cover
all of the topics. But if you don’t get to everything it is okay.”
This feedback was instrumental to meeting my research goal. Instead of spending so
much time trying to cover everything around a topic, it was going to be much more beneficial to
cover less, and elaborate more, while having the students drive their learning. After receiving
this feedback, I shifted more focus and more attention to my research question. This proved
beneficial and I could see a change in student behavior, student engagement, and a change in my
methods. I began to rely more on formative assessments and less on notes. This proved to be
very helpful to my teaching and student work.
Through more formative assessment techniques, I was able to get a low stakes gage of
where my students were. I implemented many different formative assessment techniques ranging
from: group mini whiteboards, speed dating, interviewing a friend, hand in/pass out, class KWL
chart, expert groups for articles, simulations, and agree/disagree questions with hand raising. My
formative assessment implementation was focused on trying to incorporate one per lesson.
However, after journaling and feedback I noticed that I was doing more than just the one planned
formative assessment which was planned. Thumbs up and thumbs down, a scale of 1-5, and
talking to students also proved to be ways that I was formatively assessing students on a daily
basis.
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Classes have shown to be mostly engaged when they are participating in some sort of
simulation, or when they are able to work with their table groups to complete work or construct a
project. Knowing this information and data I will be able to use this to further fuel my instruction
throughout the course of the year, and for further instruction moving forward.
Research Question 3
Approaching my third research question of: How can I more effectively teach
controversial topics in social studies? I was unsure of the best practice and methods to ensure
students felt safe, able to share experiences, and able to ask questions. Initially my thoughts were
for myself to be the focus of the lesson and lecture with slides to students. However, when
incorporating this research question, as well as question 2, I opted to try different instructional
methods to let students be the focus of their learn and for myself to be available for clarification
and answering questions.
While conducting data and analysis, I deemed that my results were inconclusive. I feel
that they were inconclusive as I did not have enough information to analyze over the
controversial topics that were covered in the Global Studies class that I am teaching. I initially
deemed controversial topics as: race, gender, political ideologies, immigration, LGBTQ, climate
change, and censorship. However, while lesson planning it was clear that of these different
controversial topics I would only touch upon race through the studying of imperialism. Knowing
this, I expanded my range of controversial topics to include imperialism, and the steps that came
with nations imperializing.
After data collection I was able to compile my results into two different fields of
controversial topics. These were:

57
BECOMING A BETTER TEACHER
Table 2
Planned Controversial Topics

Unplanned controversial topics

Race

Russia and Ukraine

Imperialism

Censorship (Elon Musk purchasing Twitter)

European contact

Immigration
Refugees

Planned controversial topics to teach
For planned controversial topics to teach, I classified these as topics that I lesson planned
for, and used planned strategies to try to teach. Data collection was collected through journaling
and note taking, also feedback from my clinical teacher. The methods I used to combat the
controversial issues of imperialism, European contact, and race were done through political
cartoons, graphic novel, and through class discussion.
Use of political cartoons I chose to teach imperialism through the use of political cartoons. This
decision was made in collaboration with my mentor teacher, and a fellow Global Studies
instructor. We came to this decision as a way to incorporate secondary sources, and how students
can see the symbolism used to shed light both negatively and poorly on different people, and
groups of people.
Through my journaling and note taking, I was able to conclude that students were
engaged in this lesson and students were able to understand the purpose of the political cartoons.
A large amount of frontloading was needed to begin this lesson as many students had not been
exposed to political cartoons before this lesson. Along with frontloading, I made sure to inform
students that they may see racist, incorrect ideologic, and stereotypes depicted in these images.
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When this announcement was made, the mood of the class shifted from looking at “cartoons” to
then a more serious atmosphere. Students had varying responses when they were asked to view
the different cartoons. However, when debriefing with the class after the lesson was complete,
they were able to answer higher order thinking type questions about the messages, the errors in
depiction of individuals, and the impact the cartoons had, and how they showed imperialism
through a different lens.
Example of a cartoon that was used:
Figure 5

Note. This cartoon is from “The White Man’s Burden” to show students how many white people
felt it was their duty to “change” other races of people.
From this cartoon above, we also were able to discuss the “White Man’s Burden” and its
intentions when published. From this discussion, the class and I were able to have a discussion
about race, and the power race has had over the years, and how it is still seen as a problem to this
day in our society.
Using a graphic novel: A graphic novel was used to show the impact and story of European
contact to both North, and South America. Through the use of a graphic novel, images and
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stories of what Native people had to endure were shown to students. Students initially were
excited to look at a graphic novel, but yet again, once students were informed of the graphic
images and stories that would be represented, they then turned to a more serious mood about the
content. As a class, we all read the graphic novel together so I could help answer questions and
clarify what was happening in the different story boards. This was one of the first activities
enacted that could fall under the realm of a controversial topic, so I felt it was best to help guide
the students along with this topic.
From the use of a graphic novel and reading as a class, we were able to have cordial
discussions that showed respect for all questions in the class. Students began to ask higher level
questions as we progressed through the graphic novel and students then used this information to
gain a better understanding and grasp of how the Europeans made contact to North and South
America, and how it was different than what they were originally taught in their previous years
of school. Many students said that all they were aware of was Christopher Columbus and the
holiday. However, after reading the graphic novel students were able to understand the horrible
things he and his crew did, and began to question why we celebrate a holiday in his name.
Unplanned controversial topics
Through class discussions and discussing current events, unplanned controversial topics
arose in class. When these would come up, I would not steer away from them and I would make
sure to spend time on these events and issues that students had questions about. I would make
sure to address when questions would arise as I did not know when, or where else students may
be getting this information. Therefore, I would embrace their questions and do my best to answer
them. Controversial topics that came up were the Russia and Ukraine conflict, censorship on
Twitter/Elon Musk purchasing Twitter, immigration, and refugees. These questions would
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populate after watching CNN10 as a class. Watching CNN10 was often done as a warm up
activity to get students to think about different issues, and also to have them write about how it
may relate to their lives.
Due to many of these topics coming up through questions, I would respond to them to the
best of my knowledge, and give the students the forewarning that my responses were “to the best
of my ability” or “according to my knowledge”. On some questions I would Google the question
on the spot and then as a class we would find the answers together. Students seemed engaged
during these impromptu questioning sessions and I feel that they are important to student
learning processes.
For questions regarding the Russia and Ukraine conflict, I was able to incorporate this
into our lessons about imperialism, and used the question of “is Russia acting under modern day
imperialism?” as a warm up question to begin class. Also, as a summative assessment for
imperialism students were asked to create a political cartoon that would show imperialism and
respond to questions about the viewpoint, message, and other components of their cartoon. Many
students asked if they could use the Russia and Ukraine conflict for their political cartoon as they
thought that it was imperialism as well. From this, students were able to show different images
and ideas to show their knowledge of imperialism, and I was also able to differentiate to
students’ current knowledge and interests.
Inconclusiveness of results
Through my teachings and work I still believe that more data collection is needed to
finalize my results and progress of teaching controversial issues and topics in social studies. I
believe that to most effectively teach these topics a strong classroom climate and sense of
comfortability is needed. If more time were allowed, I feel that I would be able to touch upon
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more of these controversial issues and conclude more results in my work. However, creating a
classroom where students feel safe and able to contribute to the controversial topics need not be
skipped over to ensure I am able to teach controversial issues.
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Chapter V
Introduction
Before embarking on the endeavor of the action research project, there was always a
knack or desire to help people, particularly students. Through action research, I have not only
gained valuable insight, but have also propelled myself into future growth and development as a
future educator and my ability to assist students. While researching my research questions of:
How can differentiation improve and strengthen classroom climate? What is the benefit of
incorporating technology, and other non-lecture based instructional methods? and How can I
more effectively teach controversial topics in social studies? I have gained valuable insight
through the review of literature, and most importantly testing and researching my own actions
and method. The teaching profession is one of continuous growth. The action research project
has been a stepping stone onto that continuous growth as a teacher.
Key Findings
From the data collected, it suggests that students did respond well to differentiating
instruction, felt comfortable within the classroom climate, and also did not shy away from
controversial topics that arose both scheduled and organically through my lesson planning.
Students were often quick and openly giving me feedback on their work, the instruction, and
with questions on how they thought they could alter the workload to match their strengths. Not
only does this align to differentiation, but also in the comfortability of the classroom climate and
students’ willingness to disclose things to the teacher.
Another commonality that arose was concerning the classroom climate and also the
openness for students to discuss controversial topics in the social studies realm. As students
began to feel more and more comfortable, students began to dive deeper and ask questions that
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had to do with controversial topics like immigration and censorship. Although some of these
topics could come with many different political sides, students felt that they were safe to ask
questions and to receive feedback that was able to be discussed, open, honest, and thoughtful in
responses. However, due to time constraints and the necessity of building a classroom climate,
not many controversial topics were planned to cover upon data collection. As a result of this I
was only able to schedule two controversial topics into my lessons. Others came up
spontaneously through student curiosity. The curiosity that students would have with these
concepts makes for strong class discussions, which in turn allows multiple voices to contribute
and share their experiences.
Interpretation of Results
To help organize my findings from my research I organized my findings and analysis in a
similar manner to Chapter IV. I will start with my first research question surrounding
differentiation, move to my second question of how I can use non-lecture based instructional
methods, and then to how I can more effectively teach controversial topics in social studies.
When it came to collecting data and results on using differentiation to help strengthen
classroom climate, I quickly came to the understanding that I was working on this question in a
backwards manner. I became aware of how I needed to start with establishing classroom norms,
setting high expectations, practices, and being the important step of starting to build relationships
with my students. Once I came to this conclusion, I was then able to conference with my students
to learn more about them, and show that I was open and willing to work with the students to help
meet their various needs both academically and socially. By showing students that although I am
the one who is leading the class and making most of the large decisions, that I valued their input,
their ideas, and was flexible to what would work best for them. From these tactics and ideas, I
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feel that my work aligned well with Birnie (2011), and how by differentiating I was able to
accommodate the needs of my students. Giving students agency and ownership into their
classroom environment and learning proved very beneficial to my students’ learning outcomes
and experience.
Although I feel that I was able and adequate in adjusting to meet student demands, it also
did come with a toll. Creating lessons where I felt differentiation would be accomplishable was a
challenge I faced. Nazal (2011) in their work talked about how new teachers knew the
importance of differentiation, but lacked the skills to often incorporate this work. I noticed this
first hand when creating lessons.
The second research question I was able to collect data on centered on how I was going
to incorporate non-lecture based, student focused learning into my practice. From my data
collection, I initially had the emphasis of technology in mind, but started to shift my focus more
towards different formative assessment techniques. This was in part from feedback from my
university supervisor. However, by using a wide variety of formative assessment techniques I
was still able to work at my research question, and incorporating technological techniques into
my planned instruction. Through using formative assessments and technology, I felt that I was
able to differentiate student work for projects, and also allow students more agency and say in
their work. Aligning with Herro (2015), the use of technology and other instructional methods
allows for more one-on-one work, and differentiating when needed. If I were to be able to
continue this study for a longer stretch of time, I feel that I could help develop a cross-cultural
awareness (Berson, Carano, 2007) which is seen to be a large benefit of incorporating
technology. Knowing this, I can continue to grow my technological teaching strengths moving
forward.

65
BECOMING A BETTER TEACHER
For interpretations of my third research questions, I feel that the data I have collected is
slightly incomplete. I believe this as I tried not to schedule controversial topics into my lessons
for the first few weeks of the quarter intentionally. This was done to ensure that students were
able to feel safe within the classroom, able to ask questions without public ridicule, and to ensure
I also was able to construct a foundation and relationship with the students before taking on this
task. However, even though I did not schedule addressing some of the controversial topics until
later in the year, they did also come up through discussion and from watching news sources. An
example of this is when Russia invaded Ukraine earlier this year. At this moment I had built up a
rapport with the students, but had yet to address a very serious controversial topic. Other topics
that came up were censorship and immigration laws and legislation through these class
discussions. I used these opportunities as a way to pause my teachings and address questions and
answer to the best of my ability. This was emulative to the work of Carpenter (2012), and how
these can be very teachable moments that can bring valuable lessons and learning opportunities
to the table.
Through planed instruction of controversial topics, I also tried to incorporate a multiple
perspective approach as stated by King (2021). This was evident when teaching about European
contact to North and South America. I placed a large emphasis on how we need to view this
aspect of history from the marginalized group (being the Native Americans) in this situation.
From taking this viewpoint of history, students began to ask very insightful questions and started
to understand the importance of viewing things from a different perspective than they have
traditionally be taught in previous courses, and has increased learner attention and engagement.
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Limitations of the study
While conducting this study limitations did arise. One being the time span of data
collection. Although I was able to collect very valuable and important data, a longer study could
have led to more conclusive results. A second limitation to this study was the attendance of
students in class. At times student would have to self-isolate or quarantine due to either testing
positive for Covid-19, or due to close contact. The attendance led to a smaller sample size that
although lead to strong relationships being built with students, made for less data to collect.
Third, my small sample size of teaching experience can be seen as a limitation. This is something
that is out of my control as I am just entering the teaching profession. Even with my lack of
experience, this study has shed light on both strengths and weaknesses in my teaching.
Future implementations
From my research I will be able to take the findings that I have obtained into my future
educational practices. Wherever I am to teach after completion of my master’s program, the first
thing that I will strive to do is to create a classroom environment where students feel that they
can take risks, be themselves, and most importantly feel safe. Like Maslow’s Hierarchy, if the
needs at the bottom of the pyramid are not met, higher skills cannot be achieved. When it comes
to technology and other non-lecture methods, I believe that this is a way that I can help with
student engagement, interest, and also a way to connect with students. Technology is ever
changing and students are often more of the early adopters than teachers. Using new and
effective methods will show students that I also am willing to take risks in my teaching, as I
expect them to do with their learning. And finally, for controversial topics, creating the
classroom environment that I envision is a way to combat unnecessary comments and keep all
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feeling safe in their studies, and allow for those ever important and rich class conversations
where learning is taking shape.
Concluding thoughts
While I was studying and researching my three main research questions, it was easy to
lose focus of who I was really studying during my action research. That being me. Throughout
this experience and my 7 terms of graduate courses I have constantly been studying myself and
finding ways that I can further improve my teaching and influence that I have on the youth of
academia. I can truthfully say that I have progressed and improved tremendously through my
experience of being a graduate student, teacher candidate, and action research participant. The
connections made, experience gained, and smiles on students faces have made this experience
worth every dollar and hour of sleep lost. I truly feel that I have found my calling as a teacher,
and know that I have progressed from a future teacher who lacked confidence at times, to being
someone who knows that they have their compass pointed in the right direction and cannot wait
for their future as a teacher.
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